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41	 Ronald	 Liversedge,	 Mac-Pap:	 Memoir	 of	 a	 Canadian	 in	 the	 Spanish	 Civil	 War	
(Vancouver:	New	Star	Books,	2013)	154.	
42	Ibid.		
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Despite	the	few	members	on	hand	to	welcome	the	original	larger	batch	of	
volunteers	home,	there	were	still	words	offered	that	reflected	the	sentiments	of	the	
Canadian	public	towards	these	brave	volunteers.		The	Daily	Clarion,	a	Canadian	
communist	newspaper	wrote:	
Greetings	and	welcome	home.		Your	sacrifice	in	the	cause	of	the	Spanish	
Democracy	helped	lay	the	foundation	of	the	ultimate	defeat	of	fascist	
economic	and	military	aggression	which	threatens	world	peace.	Your	
courage	and	devotion	are	now	needed	at	home	to	make	democracy	
better	serve	the	interests	of	our	people	and	the	nation.43		
	
This	was	sent	from	a	Toronto	union	and	it	is	unclear	how	this	message	was	
delivered.	Regardless	of	its	mode	of	delivery,	this	note	suggests	the	perception	of	
the	role	of	the	International	Brigades	in	their	fight	against	Franco	and	fascism.		“The	
volunteers	were	shabbily	dressed,	some	in	berets,	others	in	caps,	but	all	wearing	a	
small	yellow	badge,	a	token	of	the	welcoming	committee	which	had	greeted	the	
entire	Canadian	troupe	at	Halifax.”44		This	greeting	group,	however,	is	not	
mentioned	in	any	of	the	Halifax	newspapers.		Upon	boarding	the	train,	1,650	
sandwiches	were	provided	for	the	journey	from	Halifax	to	Montreal.45			
Timmins	is	a	small	gold	mining	community	in	Northern	Ontario,	and	“stands	
fourth	in	the	list	of	Canadian	cities	sending	men	to	aid	the	cause	of	the	Spanish	
Government	….”46		A	band	met	them	at	the	station,	and	the	day	that	they	returned,	
 
43	Daily	Clarion,	February	4,	1939.	
44	“Hundreds	Crowd	Station	to	Welcome	Veterans	of	Spain;	Tired	and	Hungry”	
Timmins	Daily	Press	vol.	VI	no.	118	(6	February	1939),	1.	
45	Peck,	Red	Moon	Over	Spain,	53.	
46	“Porcupine	Veterans	of	War	Return	Next	Week,”	Timmins	Daily	Press	vol.	VI	no.	
115	(2	February	1939),	1.	
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hundreds	flocked	to	the	station	to	welcome	the	soldiers	home.47		“Separate	banquets	
[were]	held	for	the	returning	veterans	in	Schumacher	and	Timmins.”48		The	veterans	
were	“greeted	by	a	cheering	crowd	….	and	welcomed	by	Councillors	McNeil	and	
Armstrong.”49	In	their	speech,	they	offer	much	praise,	“‘They	went	to	fight	for	
democracy	…	The	fight	in	Spain	has	been	our	fight	and	we	must	appreciate	the	work	
of	these	heroes	of	the	Spanish	conflict.’”50		In	addition	to	this	warm	welcome,	a		
parade	was	also	planned	in	honour	of	the	volunteers	that	would	lead	them	to	the	
hall	where	the	dinner	and	reception	were	held.		After	greeting	them	at	the	station,	
“the	veterans	and	welcoming	friends	marched	to	the	Ukrainian	Hall,	where	they	
held	a	welcoming	meeting.”51		While	the	government	saw	these	volunteers	as	
criminal,	dangerous	and	suspect,	the	public	in	Timmins	received	them	as	heroes	and	
feted	them	accordingly.		This	type	of	reception	was	mirrored	in	other	cities	—	and	
noted	in	the	newspapers	—	and	this	coverage	shows	that	at	the	moment	of	their	
return	the	volunteers	were	generally	seen	in	a	positive	light.	
In	the	case	of	Toronto,	they	were	welcomed	with	equal	enthusiasm	at	Union	
Station,	where	the	veterans	were	greeted	by	a	crowd	of	10,000.52		On	February	6th,	
the	Toronto	Star	published	a	full	page	of	photos	showing	reunions	of	soldiers	with	
their	loved	ones	and	friends.		This	feature	showed	what	these	men	had	left	behind	in	
 
47	Ibid.,	See	Appendix	5.	
48	Ibid.	
49	Ibid.	
50	Ibid.	
51	Ibid.,	2.		
52	“Boys	of	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	Accorded	Heroes	Welcome	by	Toronto	
Friends	and	Relatives,”	Toronto	Daily	Star,	6	February	1939,	17.		See	Appendix	6.	
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order	to	fight	for	a	worthy	cause,	and	the	sheer	elation	and	pride	at	their	return.		
This	press	coverage	shows	that	these	volunteers’	return	was	a	story	that	the	public	
was	interested	in	hearing	about,	a	human	interest	piece,	but	to	have	such	a	large	
turn-out	for	their	return	home,	we	can	clearly	see	that	these	veterans	had	a	large	
base	of	support	from	the	general	public.	In	addition	to	welcoming	the	veterans	at	
the	train	station,	there	was	a	meeting	at	Massey	Hall,	where	the	“crowd	rose	and	
cheered	for	five	minutes”	and	funds	were	raised	“for	medical	care	and	financial	
help”	for	the	recently	returned	veterans	of	the	Spanish	Civil	War.53	
Montreal	presents	a	slightly	different	dynamic	compared	to	the	rest	of	
Canada.		Québec	was	home	to	some	of	the	strongest	resistance	to	the	International	
Brigades.		The	Montreal	Gazette	published	numerous	articles	relating	to	non-
intervention	at	the	beginning	of	the	conflict,	one	notes:	“it	is	a	marvel	any	sane	
person	would	stand	for	any	leader	who	advocated	armed	conflict.	Yet	some	attack	
Chamberlain	for	his	policy	of	appeasement.		Do	they	wish	to	make	other	people	
undergo	the	terrible	experiences	that	Spain	is	going	through?”54			Franco	
sympathizers	were	most	numerous	in	Québec,	as	we	have	seen,	but	despite	this,	
there	was	still	a	surprisingly	a	warm	welcome	in	Montreal,	as	the	Montreal	Standard	
reported.	“When	the	train	was	sighted	entering	the	station	a	great	roar	went	up	
from	the	crowd	as	they	surged	for	the	gates.”55		This	crowd	was	estimated	to	
 
53	Peck,	Red	Moon	Over	Spain,	53.		
54	“The	Debris	of	War	in	Spain,”	editorial,	Montreal	Gazette,	17	February	1939.		
55	“Throng	of	Sympathizers	Greet	Party	of	Canadians	Returning	from	Spain,”	The	
Montreal	Standard,	4	February	1939.	See	Appendix	7.	
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number	approximately	4,000.56	This	does	not	mean	that	there	still	wasn’t	
opposition	to	the	volunteers,	for	example,	the	mayor	of	Montreal	refused	the	
veterans	quarters.57		Other	cities,	however,	were	more	willing	to	provide	assistance,	
like	lunch	that	was	served	at	Windsor	Station.58		An	enthusiastic	crowd	welcomed	
thirty-one	BC	volunteers	at	the	Vancouver	CPR	station	on	February	10,	1939.		In	the	
crowd	were	Mayor	Lyle	Telford	and	Nathan	Nemetz,	future	Chief	Justice	of	British	
Columbia,	who	had	acted	as	the	Vancouver	Consul	to	the	Spanish	Republic	
throughout	the	war.			
This	type	of	enthusiastic	reception	was	at	odds	with	how	the	government	
perceived	the	volunteers.		The	public	that	turned	out	to	the	welcome	receptions	
greeted	the	men	as	heroes,	while	the	government	and	the	RCMP	perceived	them	as	
dangerous	and	criminals.		These	two	perceptions	co-existed	and	perhaps	that	is	why	
in	1939	upon	the	volunteers’	return	home	and	the	publicity	that	their	return	
garnered,	the	same	government	that	passed	the	Foreign	Enlistment	Act	and	made	it	
applicable	to	the	conflict	in	Spain	then	passed	an	Order-in-Council	which	revoked	
provisions	of	the	Act	applicable	to	Spain.59	
	
	
 
56	Lobigs,	“Canadian	Response	to	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion,”	170.	
57	Montreal	Gazette,	8	February	1939.	
58	Peck,	Red	Moon	Over	Spain,	53.	
59	Lobigs,	“Canadian	Response	to	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion”,	261.		See	
Library	Archives	Canada,	Reel	T-5113,	Records	of	the	Department	of	External	
Affairs	(Order	in	Council	P.C.	1463).	
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Chapter	Three:	Fighting	to	be	Veterans		
	
They	are	members	of	the	MacKenzie-Papineau	Battalion,	who	volunteered	to	
fight	on	the	side	of	Spain’s	Republican	government,	and	although	they	fought	
what	they	believed	to	be	a	just	war	against	fascism,	these	soldiers	have	never	
received	official	recognition	in	this	country	for	their	efforts.1	
	
		 The	1980s	brought	the	beginning	of	efforts	by	the	surviving	members	of	the	
Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	to	gain	recognition	for	their	contributions	to	the	
struggle	against	fascism	and	inclusion	in	the	national	heroic	narratives	associated	
with	Canadian	veterans	of	other	wars.		The	end	of	the	Cold	War	meant	that	the	
communist	threat	was	perceived	as	eliminated	and	the	stigma	attached	to	the	
Battalion,	they	hoped,	was	dissipating.	The	fiftieth	anniversary	of	the	end	of	the	
Second	World	War	brought	renewed	attention	to	its	crimes,	not	just	on	the	part	of	
the	Axis	powers	but	also	the	Allies,	and,	as	Elazar	Barkan	describes,	a	new	
international	climate	was	emerging	that	supported	restitution	and	apology	for	past	
injustices,	“where	appearing	compassionate	and	holding	the	high	moral	ground	
 
1	House	of	Commons,	Minutes	of	Proceedings	and	Evidence	of	the	Standing	
Committee	on	Veteran	Affairs,	December	18,	1986,	1:14.	
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[had]	become	a	good	investment.”2		These	factors,	and	the	veterans’	age,	led	to	
demands	for	recognition	from	the	Canadian	government.3	
These	issues	of	historical	wrongdoings	which	came	to	the	forefront	in	the	
1980s	and	1990s	led	to	interactions	between	perpetrators	and	victims	in	“a	new	
form	of	political	negotiations	that	enabled	the	rewriting	of	memory	and	historical	
identity	in	ways	that	both	can	share.”4		Increasingly,	as	nations	began	to	admit	to	
wrongdoings,	this	brought	national	histories	into	question.		In	light	of	this	shift,	
history	went	from	being	indisputable	to	being	contested	and	challenged.5		This	is	an	
important	change	because	it	allowed	opportunities	for	those	left	out	of	the	
 
2	Elazar	Barkan,	The	Guilt	of	Nations:	Restitution	and	Negotiating	Historical	Injustices	
(Baltimore:	Johns	Hopkins	University	Press,	2001),		xvi.		
Restitution	strictly	refers	to	the	return	of	the	specific	actual	belongings	that	were	
confiscated,	seized,	or	stolen,	such	as	land,	art,	ancestral	remains,	and	the	like.		
Reparations	refers	to	some	form	of	material	recompense	for	that	which	cannot	be	
returned,	such	as	human	life,	a	flourishing	culture	and	economy,	and	identity.		
Apology	refers	not	to	the	transfer	of	material	items	or	resources	at	all	but	to	an	
admission	of	wrongdoing,	a	recognition	of	its	effects	and	an	obligation	to	its	victims.		
However,	these	are	all	different	levels	of	acknowledgment	that	together	create	a	
mosaic	of	recognition	by	perpetrators	for	the	need	to	amend	past	injustices.	(Ibid,	
xix)	
Restitution,	for	the	remainder	of	this	paper	will	encompass	all	three	of	these	terms,	
just	to	simplify	and	avoid	any	confusion.		This	restitution	in	a	way	was	born	out	of	
guilt,	guilt	in	turn	implies	a	harmful	action	which	necessarily	requires	a	victim.		The	
preoccupation	with	morality	came	to	dominate	the	public	arena	and	there	was	“this	
sense	that	restitution	traverses	the	legal	boundaries	between	actual	restitution,	
reparation,	compensation,	and	even	apologies	for	wrongdoings	and	acquires	
cultural	and	political	significance.”	(Ibid.)	
3	While	demanding	for	recognition	at	a	federal	level	may	seem	like	a	large	leap	from	
how	histories	are	cemented,	it	should	be	remembered	that	in	the	Canadian	context,	
commemoration	efforts	were	frequently	undertaken	on	a	voluntary	basis.		If	and	
when	the	government	did	intercede	it	was	because	“influential	and	persistent	
individuals	pushed	levels	of	government	to	act.”	
Cecilia	Morgan,	Commemorating	Canada:	History,	Heritage	and	Memory,	1850s-1990s	
(Toronto:	University	of	Toronto	Press,	2016),	105-106.	
4	Ibid.	
5	Ibid.,	x.	
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traditional	national	narrative	to	have	their	stories	heard,	and	if	successful	in	their	
campaign,	to	be	included	in	the	forging	of	a	new	narrative.6			
At	the	same	time	that	this	climate	of	apology	and	restitution	emerged,	heroic	
narratives	were	also	further	entrenched.		The	‘Greatest	Generation’	version	of	the	
history	of	the	Second	World	War,	is	an	example	of	the	heroic	narratives	that	became	
predominant	in	this	period.		According	to	this	interpretation,	the	generation	which	
fought	in	the	Second	World	War	is	one	that	“stayed	true	to	their	values	of	personal	
responsibility,	duty,	honour,	and	faith”	and	“met	historic	challenges	and	(produced)	
achievements	of	a	magnitude	the	world	had	never	before	witnessed.”7		This	cult	of	
heroism,	though	most	predominant	in	the	United	States,	is	also	present	in	Canada,	
for	example	in	the	Highway	of	Heroes.		“In	December	2009	thousands	lined	the	
Highway	of	Heroes	to	pay	homage	to	the	funeral	cortège	of	a	single	Canadian	
soldier.”8		This	celebration	of	soldiers	as	heroes	is	the	kind	of	respect	and	status	that	
the	volunteers	of	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	sought	for	themselves.		By	being	
recognized	alongside	veterans	of	the	Canadian	Armed	Forces,	they	were	seeking	
recognition	and	acknowledgement:		“we	are	not	asking	to	be	treated	in	the	same,	
identical	manner.		We	recognize	that	we	preceded	the	regular	army	of	Canada	in	
 
6	Benedict	Anderson	in	Imagined	Communities,	asserts	that	“nationality,	or	as	one	
might	refer	prefer	to	put	it	in	view	of	that	word’s	multiple	significances,	nation-ness,	
as	well	as	nationalism,	are	cultural	artefacts	of	a	particular	kind.”	Benedict	
Anderson,	Imagined	Communities:	Reflections	on	the	Origin	and	Spread	of	
Nationalism	(New	York:	Verso,	1983),	4.		
7	Tom	Brokaw,	The	Greatest	Generation	(New	York:	Random	House,	1998)	xx,	xxi.	
8	Ian	McKay	and	Jamie	Swift,	Warrior	Nation:	Rebranding	Canada	in	an	Age	of	
Anxiety	(Toronto:	Between	the	Lines,	2012),	283.	
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fighting	fascism.		The	fact	that	we	were	the	first	is	good	…”9		Others	have	also	lauded	
their	efforts.	Mr.	Campbell,	the	Parliamentary	Secretary	to	the	Minister	of	Veteran	
Affairs	said:	“as	soldiers	they	were	superb	and	Canadians	in	general	regard	the	
performance	of	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	as	heroic.”10		While	the	veterans	
grant	that	they	are	not	the	exact	same	as	the	veterans	of	the	Second	World	War,	they	
certainly	attempt	to	draw	parallels	between	their	experiences.		For	starters,	they	
claim	that	their	enemy	was	the	same	—	fascism,	and	rather	than	branding	
themselves	as	communists,	the	volunteers	opted	for	the	term	anti-fascist,	as	it	was	
more	widely	accepted	and	did	not	have	the	same	stigma	attached	to	it.		Even	for	
Canadians,	fascism	wasn’t	this	foreign	imagined	enemy,	it	was	alive	and	present	in	
Canada.		“In	the	city	of	Montreal	…	we	had	a	native	fascist	party.		They	would	go	up	
and	down	the	Main	Street,	smashing	windows,	marking	swastikas.		The	police	were	
not	doing	anything	about	it.”11		They	believed	that	if	they	were	successful	in	Spain,	it	
would	stop	the	spread	of	fascism,	which	in	turn	would	help	on	the	home	front.		They	
argued	that	Spain	was	the	first	of	two	acts	for	the	Germans;	that	they	used	the	
conflict	to	train	their	troops	and	test	their	equipment	like	“the	88	mm	guns	and	the	
Stuka	dive	bombers…became	the	basis	for	the	blitzkrieg	in	the	Second	World	War”,	
and	that	the	Second	World	War,	was	a	“continuation	of	the	war	in	Spain	in	which	we	
 
9	House	of	Commons,	Minutes	of	Proceedings	and	Evidence	of	the	Standing	
Committee	on	Veteran	Affairs,	December	18,	1986,	1:18.		
10	Commons	Debates,	Private	Members’	Motion,	December	15,	1980,	5765,	box	9,	
file	14	Spanish	Civil	War	Collection.	
11	House	of	Commons,	Minutes	of	Proceedings	and	Evidence	of	the	Standing	
Committee	on	Veteran	Affairs,	December	18,	1986,	1:13.		
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actively	participated.”12		There	was	undoubtedly	a	“parallel	between	what	occurred	
in	Spain	and	what	occurred	in	the	1939-1945	war.”13		
To	have	one’s	history	accepted	into	the	mainstream	requires	campaigning	
and	lobbying.		The	first	step	in	this	is	publicizing	that	history	and,	to	that	end,	the	
veterans	of	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	began	to	organize	themselves	to	
release	their	own	version	of	their	involvement	in	the	Spanish	Civil	War	in	the	late	
1970s.		As	with	the	history	of	World	War	One	veterans,	the	narrative	that	the	
Spanish	Civil	War	veterans	were	creating	was	a	“complex	mixture	of	fact,	wishful	
thinking,	half-truth	and	outright	invention.”14		This	effort	was	spearheaded	by	Ross	
Russell,	President	of	the	Veterans	of	the	International	Brigades	–	Mackenzie-
Papineau	Battalion	of	Canada	(VMPB),	with	a	fellow	veteran	W.C.	Beeching,	who	
wrote	Canadian	Volunteers	Spain,	1936-1939.15		The	process	of	compiling	
information	began	some	forty	years	after	the	conflict	ended,	and	was	aided	by	a	
$16,900.00	grant	from	the	Canadian	Government,	Department	of	Health	and	
Welfare,	New	Horizons	section.16		This	was	meant	to	be	a	history	that	“will	record	
our	deeds	as	patriotic	ones,	as	the	first	Canadians	to	take	up	arms	against	fascism	
 
12	Statement	from	Veterans’	Association	to	Minister	of	Veteran	Affairs	Daniel	
McDonald,	May	20,	1980,	box	9,	file	11,	Spanish	Civil	War	Collection.	
13	Commons	Debates,	Private	Members’	Motion,	December	15,	1980,	5767,	box	9,	
file	14	Spanish	Civil	War	Collection.	
14	Jonathan	Franklin	William	Vance,	Death	so	Noble:	Memory,	Meaning,	and	the	First	
World	War	(Vancouver:	University	of	British	Columbia	Press,	1997),	3.		
15	Letter	to	Alan	Borovoy,	October	31,	1980,	box	7,	Spanish	Civil	War	Collection.	See,	
William	C.	Beeching,	Canadian	Volunteers:	Spain,	1936-1939	(Regina:	Canadian	
Plains	Research	Center,	1989).	
16	Ibid.		
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and	Nazism.”17		The	book’s	main	purpose	was	to	record	“our	role	and	the	role	of	
Canadian	boys	in	the	struggle	to	preserve	a	democratic	government	and	prevent	the	
Second	World	War.”18		This	process	of	researching	and	writing	took	approximately	a	
decade	and	although	it	began	at	the	same	time	as	their	campaign	for	recognition,	it	
was	only	completed	after	their	other	efforts	had	failed.19		By	publishing	their	own	
history,	the	VMPB	sought	to	make	their	story	both	accessible	and	known;	this	in	
itself	was	helpful	to	their	plight,	but	the	main	goal	of	these	efforts	was	to	“win	
government	recognition.”20		The	purpose	of	their	book	is	described	in	the	
dedication:		
Canadian	Volunteers:	Spain	1936-1939	is	dedicated	to	the	memory	of	
the	Canadian	anti-fascist	volunteers	who	lost	their	lives	in	Spain	in	the	
first	armed	struggle	against	fascism.		At	least	1,448	Canadians	
answered	the	appeals	for	help	from	the	Spanish	democrats;	721	fell	in	
the	battles	to	prevent	the	outbreak	of	a	world	war	and	to	preserve	
democracy.		The	eternal	flame	which	forever	flutters	over	the	tomb	of	
the	Unknown	Soldier	in	Ottawa	also	burns	for	them.21	
	
This	was	a	history	that	was	meant	to	“explain	why	they	had	volunteered	and	what	
they	had	done	when	they	went	to	Spain	to	join	in	the	bloody	civil	war	which	
overtook	that	country	in	1936.”22		The	late	date	of	this	history	raises	questions	as	to	
why	it	took	so	long	to	have	this	type	of	work	published,	but	Beeching	offers	a	two-
fold	explanation;	first,	that	the	Second	World	War	quickly	overshadowed	the	actions	
of	the	volunteers,	and	second,	“the	persistent	stigma	attached	to	what	was,	in	spite	
 
17	Ibid.	
18	Letter	to	Joseph	McKeown,	March	7,	1980,	box	7,	Spanish	Civil	War	Collection.	
19	Poggi,	“Saving	Memories”,	16.		
20	Letter	to	George	Taylor,	December	10,	1979,	box	7,	Spanish	Civil	War	Collection.		
21	Beeching,	Canadian	Volunteers,	v.																																				
22	Ibid.,	xxx.	
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of	the	nobility	of	its	purpose,	a	losing	cause.”23		With	these	two	factors,	it	is	not	
surprising	that	these	veterans	had	long	been	overlooked;	“the	painful	truth	is	that	
following	the	triumph	of	fascism	in	Spain,	the	Canadian	government	harassed	the	
surviving	volunteers	…	and	when	they	did	return	to	Canada,	they	were	treated	as	
dangerous	subversives,	not	as	farsighted	heroes.”24	
Canadian	Volunteers	was	the	VMPB’s	first	step	in	making	their	history	known	
and	publicly	accessible;	during	the	Spanish	Civil	War,	the	events	and	movements	
and	victories	of	the	troops	had	been	widely	circulated	in	the	Canadian	newspapers.	
When	the	volunteers	returned	in	1939,	their	cause	and	what	they	had	been	fighting	
against	had	been	known,	but	with	the	advent	of	the	Second	World	War,	the	events	
that	happened	in	Spain	were	quickly	overshadowed	if	not	forgotten.		This	is	not	to	
say	that	the	volunteers	who	fought	in	Spain	did	not	again	take	up	their	mantle	to	
fight	fascism	again	in	the	Second	World	War,	but	they	did	so	in	a	much	smaller	
number.		“Ed	Cecil-Smith,	the	former	commanding	officer	of	the	Mackenzie-
Papineau	Battalion	offered	the	services	of	surviving	veterans	of	the	fighting	unit	to	
the	Canadian	government,”25		but	his	offer	was	rejected	initially.	Later	in	the	war,	
Mac-Pap	veterans	did	fight	again.		Some	were	“accepted	and	went	through	another	
four	years	of	the	Second	World	War,	which	many	others	tried	to	do	—	some	were	
 
23	Ibid.,	xxxi.	
24	Ibid.,	xxxvi.	
25	Ibid.,	200.	
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told	they	could	not	because	they	may	have	had	communist	sympathies	or	influences.		
Some	of	them	tried	to	join	and	were	turned	down.”26			
Whereas	in	Britain	and	the	United	States	they	utilized	our	people,	
fellows	who	had	experience	against	blitzkrieg	…	because	that	is	
what	the	Germans	used	in	Spain,	the	same	tactic	as	they	used	in	
World	War	II.		In	those	countries	they	used	veterans	from	Spain	to	
train	the	British	troops	and	to	train	the	American	troops.		In	Canada	
they	would	not	do	anything	like	that.		In	fact,	they	would	not	allow	
us	in	the	army	in	some	instances.27	
	
Indeed,	“a	few	were	interned	by	the	Canadian	government	in	1940	under	the	War	
Measures	Act	because	of	their	communist	politics.”28		In	the	Spanish	Civil	War	
Collection,	held	by	the	University	of	Toronto,	there	is	a	list	of	only	twenty-five	
veterans	of	the	Mac-Paps	who	fought	in	the	Second	World	War.29					
	
 
26	Commons	Debates,	Private	Members’	Motion,	December	15,	1980,	5768,	box	9,	
file	14	Spanish	Civil	War	Collection.	
27	House	of	Commons,	Minutes	of	Proceedings	and	Evidence	of	the	Standing	
Committee	on	Veteran	Affairs,	December	18,	1986,	1:16.	
28	Poggi,	“Saving	Memories”,	5.	At	least	four	veterans	were	interned	during	the	
Second	World	War.		See,	Beeching,	Canadian	Volunteers,	201;	Leonard	Norris,	
“Veterans	Support	for	Mac	Paps”,	Mac-Pap	News	Bulletin,	May	1983,	box	25,	Spanish	
Civil	War	Collection.		
29	List	of	Members	that	Served	in	WWI	&	WWII,	box	7,	Spanish	Civil	War	Collection.	
This	is	a	significant	reduction	in	numbers	compared	to	the	approximate	1500	that	
went	to	serve	in	Spain,	but	we	must	take	into	account	the	number	that	were	killed	in	
action,	went	missing,	and	returned	to	Canada	injured.	Not	only	was	the	number	of	
men	available	to	fight	a	contributing	factor	to	the	general	low	numbers,	but	the	
army	itself	was	hesitant	to	allow	‘communists’	to	join	their	ranks.		In	the	first	part	of	
the	war,	when	Russia,	was	part	of	the	Axis	forces,	it	is	reasonable	enough	to	deny	
the	volunteers’	requests	to	join,	but	in	the	latter	part	of	the	war	when	Russia,	turned	
from	enemy	to	ally,	there	was	no	legitimate	reason	to	continue	blocking	them	from	
fighting.		This	stigma	that	communism	carried	significantly	impeded	the	volunteer’s	
ability	to	participate	in	the	Second	World	War,	which	in	turn	impacted	the	number	
of	volunteers	that	did	eventually	fight.	
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With	their	efforts	overshadowed	by	the	Second	World	War,	and	with	the	
commencement	of	the	Cold	War,	there	did	not	seem	to	be	a	good	time	for	the	
discussion	of	the	volunteers’	involvement	in	Spain	to	begin.		It	was	in	only	the	1980s	
that	the	veterans	of	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	felt	the	time	had	come	--	with	
the	Cold	War	thawing	and	their	numbers	slowly	decreasing	--	for	them	to	begin	
their	fight	for	government	recognition	for	the	approximately	200	surviving	
members	of	the	brigade.		While	publishing	their	own	historical	memories	of	the	
Spanish	Civil	War	was	an	essential	step	to	bring	public	attention	back	to	the	
veterans’	cause,	the	spark	for	this	campaign	began	with	the	veterans’	return	trip	to	
Spain.	
	As	a	part	of	the	veterans’	campaign	for	recognition,	a	trip	was	planned	which	
saw	some	of	the	Spanish	Civil	War	volunteers	return	to	Spain.		This	trip	was	
partially	fuelled	by	nostalgia,	but	also	because	there	was	a	restoration	of	democracy	
in	Spain,	following	the	death	of	Franco	in	1975.		The	trip	coincided	with	the	50th	
anniversary	of	the	conflict,	and	was	organized	to	include	five	days	in	Madrid,	a	bus	
tour	to	the	various	battlefields	of	Jarama,	Brunete,	Quinto,	Belchite,	Gandesa	and	the	
Ebro,	as	well	as	another	five	days	spent	in	Barcelona,	in	September	of	1979.30		This	
trip	was	primarily	for	the	veterans	to	return	and	see	the	Democratic	Spain	they	had	
fought	for	so	long	ago,	it	was	by	no	means	limited	to	just	the	volunteers,	and	many	
were	accompanied	by	their	families.		
 
30	Veterans	of	the	Abraham	Lincoln	Brigade	Letter,	March	3,	1986,	box	7,	Spanish	
Civil	War	Collection.	
 
 
76 
This	trip	was	significant	for	two	reasons:	“the	extensive	media	coverage	
provided	them	the	opportunity	to	present	their	narrative	of	anti-fascism”	and	a	
reception	held	at	the	Canadian	Embassy	in	Madrid	gave	them	a	measure	of	the	
official	recognition	they	had	long	been	denied.31		The	media	played	an	instrumental	
role	in	spurring	the	veterans’	quest	for	recognition.		Prior	to	their	trip	to	Spain,	the	
veterans	had	been	seeking	a	platform	from	which	to	tell	their	story	and	had	begun	
working	on	their	own	book,	but	the	final	product	at	this	point	was	still	a	long	way	
off.		The	press	latched	onto	the	volunteers’	return	to	Spain	and	provided	the	
volunteers	with	a	way	to	have	their	story	reach	the	Canadian	public.		Without	
sympathy	it	would	be	more	difficult	to	go	to	the	government	and	ask	for	recognition,	
when	the	last	time	they	had	been	in	the	public	eye	was	in	1937-1939.		The	publicity	
that	the	trip	provided	brought	a	renewal	in	public	interest	and	a	way	for	the	
veterans	to	further	their	cause.		Canadian	volunteer	Ross	Russell	explained	that	“we	
have	come	here	as	a	group	because	we	are	all	getting	older	and	we	feel	we	have	a	
responsibility	to	those	comrades	who	died	here.”32		This	was	an	opportunity	to	
frame	their	narrative,	rather	than	have	someone	else	apply	labels	to	them.	In	a	
Maclean’s	article,	the	volunteers	are	described	as	“‘premature	anti-fascists’,	
politicized	activists,	many	of	them	members	of	the	trade-union	movement	and	
various	left-wing	groups	…	who	recognized	the	conflict	in	Spain	as	a	prelude	to	a	
larger	war.”33		Gerry	Delaney,	who	was	a	prisoner	of	war	for	most	of	the	Spanish	
 
31	Poggi,	“Saving	Memories”	7.	
32	Eve	Drobot,	“Tears	and	Sweat:	The	Mac-Paps	back	in	Spain”	Maclean’s,	October	8,	
1979,	item	13,	Spanish	Civil	War	Collection.		
33	Ibid.	
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Civil	War,	emphasized	that	the	volunteers	were	“trying	to	stop	the	outbreak	of	the	
Second	World	War	when	our	government	was	just	sitting	back	doing	nothing.”34		
This	publicity	was	a	key	to	being	taken	seriously	by	the	government	in	their	search	
for	recognition,	but	was	not	the	only	benefit	of	the	veterans’	trip	to	Spain.	
		Additionally,	the	volunteers	were	also	invited	to	a	reception	at	the	Canadian	
Embassy	in	Madrid.		This	invitation	is	extremely	important	as	it	was	issued	by	Emile	
Martel	the	then	Chargé	d’affaires	in	Madrid.35		Ross	Russell	was	invited	to	speak	at	
the	reception.		He	described	the	volunteers’	time	in	Spain	and	the	reasons	why	they	
fought	in	the	International	Brigades.		In	a	particularly	poignant	part,	Russell	
reflected	on	the	civil	war	and	stated:	
We	are	proud	of	what	we	did	in	our	fight	to	try	and	preserve	
democracy	in	Spain.		We	are	also	proud	that	we	were	the	first	
Canadians	to	fight	against	fascism	in	Europe.		Our	only	regret	is	that	
untold	millions	had	to	die	in	the	Second	World	War	because	others	did	
not	see	the	situation	as	clearly	as	we	did,	and	stood	by	as	Spain	was	
raped.		It	gives	us	great	satisfaction	in	returning	after	40	years	to	find	
that	Spaniards	once	more	are	recovering	their	democratic	institutions.	
Now,	when	we	see	this	it	makes	us	realise	that	what	we	did	and	the	
sacrifices	of	those	Canadians	who	died	here	was	not	in	vain.36	
	
The	speech	was	warmly	received	and	Mr.	Martel,	in	return	referred	to	the	
volunteers	as	“heroes.”	In	speaking	about	the	gathering,	Martel	said	he	was	“most	
 
34	“Canadians	recall	war	days	on	tour	of	Spanish	front,”	The	Recorder	(Kitchener-
Waterloo,	ON),	October	10,	1979,	item	13,	Spanish	Civil	War	Collection.		
35	Peter	Krawchuk,	“Spain	1979:	the	Mac-Paps	return,”	Canadian	Tribune	
(Communist	Party	newspaper),	October	15,	1979,	item	13,	Spanish	Civil	War	
Collection.		
36	Transcript	of	Russell’s	Speech	to	Embassy,	box	7,	file	3,	Spanish	Civil	War	
Collection.		
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touched	by	the	occasion	which	gathers	us	here	today.”37		The	combination	of	the	
invitation	and	these	positive	comments	gave	the	veterans	hope	that	recognition	at	
an	official	level	was	not	as	far	off	as	previously	believed.			
The	goal	of	this	campaign	started	with	approximately	200	surviving	veterans	
requesting	‘official’	recognition	from	the	government	in	the	form	of	an	apology	but	
also	reparations	by	being	granted	veteran	status.		In	their	own	formal	statement	
made	before	the	Special	Committee	in	1986,	the	veterans	asked	for:	
recognition	by	the	Government	of	Canada	…	we	are	asking	that	the	
Canadian	government	grant	us	what	they	have	now	granted	to	the	
Japanese-Canadians	…	they	have	said	publicly	that	what	we	did	to	
them	was	wrong	…	We	want	them	to	tell	us	the	same	thing,	so	that	our	
future	generations,	our	grandchildren	and	great-grandchildren,	will	
recognize	that	we	were	patriotic,	we	were	among	the	first	fighters	
against	fascism.		We	fought	the	same	enemy	as	those	who	fought	in	
World	War	II.		That	is	what	we	want;	and	we	want	the	government	to	
say	so,	publicly	and	to	us.38	
		
They	wanted	to	be	“vindicated	as	patriots”	and	considered	on	the	same	standing	as	
official	Canadian	veterans,	which	would	entitle	them	to	a	government	pension;	
however,	most	veterans	denied	this	as	being	their	primary	motivation	and	claimed	
not	to	be	concerned	with	financial	compensation.	
		For	a	‘new’	history	to	become	accepted	it	has	to	persuade	not	only	the	
members	of	the	group	that	will	‘benefit’	from	the	new	interpretation,	but	also	
others,	according	to	Barkan.39		This	was	the	challenge	that	the	veterans	of	the	
 
37	Peter	Krawchuk,	“Spain	1979:	the	Mac-Paps	return,”	Canadian	Tribune,	October	
15,	1979.	
38	House	of	Commons,	Minutes	of	Proceedings	and	Evidence	of	the	Standing	
Committee	on	Veteran	Affairs,	December	18,	1986,	1:16.		
39	Barkan,	Guilt	of	Nations,	x.	
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Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	faced,		as	a	group	they	were	for	the	majority	
persuaded	of	the	significance	of	their	own	history,	but	they	had	to	convince	the	
Canadian	Government		and	veterans	of	other	wars	—	especially	the	Second	World	
War	—	that	recognizing	them	as	legitimate	veterans	who	are	deserving	of	status	and	
compensation	would	not	alter	other	veterans’	place	in	the	national	narrative.	
The	framing	of	the	veterans’	involvement	in	the	Spanish	Civil	War	was	very	
important	to	whether	or	not	their	history	would	be	accepted	and	incorporated	into	
the	mainstream.		In	this	case,	it	was	in	the	volunteers’	best	interest	to	downplay	the	
communist	element	of	their	story.		This	was	in	part	due	to	the	fact	that	it	was	their	
ties	to	communism	that	brought	them	under	the	scrutiny	of	the	RCMP.		Also,	since	of	
the	Cold	War	was	still	ongoing	when	they	began	to	retell	their	memories,	it	impeded	
their	ability	to	tell	their	story	without	the	stain	of	communism.		“The	International	
Brigades	was	an	idea	that	took	hold	to	fight	against	fascism.		So	anti-fascists	from	all	
over	the	world	came	and	fought.”40		The	way	that	the	conflict	was	seen	is	also	
significant,	if	it	was	truly	a	civil	war,	then	Canadians	had	no	right	to	interfere;	
however,	Ross	Russell	said	during	an	interview	with	the	CBC	that,	
It	was	an	invasion	by	outsiders,	primarily,	with	a	handful	of	Spaniards	…	
the	Iberian	Peninsula	was	invaded	from	North	Africa	by	Franco	with	the	
assistance	of	the	Nazis.		It	became	quite	clear	to	me	that	if	a	
democratically	elected	government	such	as	they	had	in	Spain	could	be	
overthrown,	then	it	was	inevitable	that	we	were	in	for	a	Second	World	
War.41		
	
 
40	House	of	Commons,	Minutes	of	Proceedings	and	Evidence	of	the	Standing	
Committee	on	Veteran	Affairs,	December	18,	1986,	1:15.	
41	Ibid.,	1:14,	1:15.	
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This	interpretation	of	events	does	assist	the	veterans’	claim.		It	is	striking	how	quiet	
the	Canadian	government	has	kept	this	event;	especially	given	that	Canada	sent	the	
second	largest	percentage	of	its	population,	exceeded	only	by	France,	and	given	the	
long	distance	that	Canadians	travelled	to	fight	in	Spain,	it	makes	their	efforts	all	the	
more	notable.42		This	noticeable	silence	on	the	actions	of	the	volunteers	in	
combination	with	the	“official	narrative	that	liberal	democracy	and	capitalism	stand	
alone	in	direct	opposition	to	right	wing	authoritarianism,	fascism,	and	
totalitarianism”,	seem	at	odds	with	one	another,	but	considering	the	“continuing	
aversion	to	and	fear	of	left-wing	politics”	this	meant	that	the	“official	
acknowledgement	of	the	Canadian	contribution	has	been	essentially	non-existent.”43		
In	the	following	section	we	will	explore	the	government’s	view	of	the	volunteers	
after	1980,	when	the	discussions	regarding	recognition	were	in	full	swing,	as	well	as	
the	actions	that	the	volunteers	took	in	order	to	further	their	claim	as	‘veterans’.	
The	Federal	View	in	the	1980s	and	1990s	
	 The	veterans	focused	their	efforts	on	official	government	recognition	at	the	
federal	level.		This	push	for	recognition	coincides	with	the	‘memory	boom’	of	the	
1980s	and	1990s.44		It	was	during	this	boom	that	the	subjects	of	history	took	on	an	
 
42	Mark	Zuehlke,	The	Gallant	Cause:	Canadians	in	the	Spanish	Civil	War	1936-1939	
(Vancouver:	Whitecap	Books,	1996),	196.		
43	Kevin	Levangie,	“From	Union	Station	to	Rideau	Hall:	Public	Commemoration	of	
the	Canadian	Contribution	to	the	Spanish	Civil	War”	Canada	and	the	Spanish	Civil	
War,	2014,	2,	Accessed:	February	12,	2019.	
	https://spanishcivilwar.ca/public-commemoration	
44	See	for	example,	Pierre	Nora,	“Between	Memory	and	History:	Les	Lieux	de	
Mémoire,”	in	“Memory	and	Counter-Memory,”	special	issue,	Representations,	26	
(Spring	1989),	7-24.	
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active	role	in	the	ways	they	were	portrayed	and	focuses	on	“the	way	individuals	
experience	themselves	as	historical	entities,”	as	Susan	Crane	asserts.45		The	veterans	
put	this	theory	into	practice	by	campaigning	for	recognition	from	the	government	
by	presenting	their	own	experience	of	the	war	as	they	believed	it	should	be	
remembered.		This	campaign	was	conducted	in	two	parts,	the	first	in	a	Private	
Members’	Motion	in	1980	and	then	in	front	of	a	Standing	Committee	on	Veterans	
Affairs.			
In	May	1980,	the	Veterans	of	the	International	Brigades-Mackenzie-Papineau	
Battalion	of	Canada,	sent	its	first	official	written	statement	to	the	federal	
government.46		This	letter	was	sent	to	the	Minister	of	Veteran	Affairs,	Daniel	
McDonald,	explaining	the	aims	of	the	veterans’	campaign.		The	letter	emphasized	
that	those	who	fought	in	Spain,	were	“dedicated	anti-fascists”	and	“patriotic	
Canadians.”47		Their	requests	were	as	follows:	an	amendment	to	the	Foreign	
Enlistment	Act	of	1937,	which	would	remove	the	sanction	of	criminal	charges	for	
their	participation	in	the	war	in	Spain,	and	the	conferral	of	official	veteran	status	on	
the	volunteers.48		These	aims	remained	unchanged	throughout	their	campaign	for	
recognition.		In	the	Spanish	veterans’	first	attempt	to	gain	recognition	in	1980,	they	
received	the	backing	of	the	New	Democratic	Party	(NDP)	caucus,	which	enabled	
 
45	Susan	A.	Crane,	“Writing	the	Individual	Back	into	Collective	History,”	The	
American	Historical	Review,	102:5	(December	1997),	1375.		
46	Poggi,	“Saving	Memories,”	12.		
47	Statement	from	veterans’	association	to	Minister	of	Veterans	Affairs	Daniel	
McDonald,	May	20,	1980,	box	9,	file	11,	Spanish	Civil	War	Collection.	
48	Commons	Debates,	Private	Members’	Motion,	December	15,	1980,	5763,	5764,	
box	9,	file	14,	Spanish	Civil	War	Collection.		
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them	to	bring	forward	a	private	members’	motion,	led	by	Bob	Rae.		The	NDP	had	
earlier	that	year	unanimously	voted	to	support	the	VMPB:		
Whereas	Canadians	who	fought	against	fascism	in	the	Spanish	Civil	War	
have	been	deliberately	forgotten	by	successive	Canadian	governments.		
Therefore	be	it	resolved	that	the	New	Democratic	Party	demand	that	
the	veterans	of	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	of	the	Fifteenth	
International	Brigade	be	afforded	the	same	rights	and	privileges	as	
veterans	of	the	Canadian	Armed	Forces.49	
	
This	support	was	encouraging,	but	unfortunately	proved	fruitless.		Bob	Rae	claimed	
that	those	who	fought	in	Spain	“were	anti-fascist	before	it	was	fashionably	popular	
to	be	so”	and	fought	for	“a	great	and	noble	cause,	a	democratic	and	social	democratic	
cause.”50		“Those	Canadians	who	were	fighting	in	a	given	theatre	of	war	were	in	fact	
fighting	for	principles	and	ideals,	the	same	principles	and	ideals	for	which	
Canadians	themselves	were	officially	engaged	to	fight	some	years	later.”51		He	
suggests	that	“the	government	of	Canada	made	a	mistake	when	it	passed	the	
Foreign	Enlistment	Act.”52		In	the	veterans’	view,	they	were	“just	as	important,	just	
as	worthy	now,	finally,	of	official	recognition	as	the	fighting	of	those	Canadians		who	
sacrificed	so	much	for	us	in	the	First	World	War,	in	the	Second	World	War.”53		Rae’s	
speech	was	not	well	received	in	the	House	of	Commons.	While	“one	can	congratulate	
those	men	who	went	to	Spain	and	…	one	can	applaud	their	bravery	…	the	
indisputable	fact	is	that	they	were	‘soldiers	of	conscience,’	who	‘deliberately	chose	
 
49	Len	Norris,	“Spain	Revisited,”	Mac-Paps	News	Bulletin,	vol.	VII,	no.	3,	December	
1979,	box	25,	Spanish	Civil	War	Collection.		
50	Commons	Debates,	Private	Members’	Motion,	December	15,	1980,	5763,	box	9,	
file	14,	Spanish	Civil	War	Collection.	
51	Ibid.,	5764.	
52	Ibid.	
53	Ibid.,	5765.	
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to	ignore	the	laws	of	their	own	country.’”54		They	were	not	fighting	in	the	service	of	
Canada	and	therefore,	were	not	eligible	for	veteran	status.		However,	a	small	
concession	was	made;	as	a	result	of	the	veterans’	previous	letter	to	the	Minister	of	
Veterans	Affairs,	they	were	given	“an	assurance	that	the	government	would	not	
undertake	any	prosecutions	of	members	of	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	under	
the	Foreign	Enlistment	Act.”55		This	was	far	from	the	recognition	they	initially	aimed	
to	achieve.		While	this	was	seen	as	a	concession	on	the	government’s	part,	it	still	left	
the	Foreign	Enlistment	Act	firmly	in	place,	it	just	removed	the	threat	of	prosecution,	
but	not	the	label	of	criminal.		This	first	petition	for	recognition	set	the	groundwork	
for	a	second	effort	in	1986,	and	gave	insight	into	the	pushback	they	would	continue	
to	receive.	
	 The	VMPB	took	its	cue	from	the	failure	of	the	first	campaign	and	then	came	
back	in	1986,	with	a	more	rounded	argument.		One	major	difference	from	their	first	
campaign	was	that	this	time	the	veterans	were	able	to	speak	for	themselves.		Rather	
than	proceeding	in	front	of	the	House	of	Commons,	as	before,	this	meeting	was	
conducted	before	the	Standing	Committee	on	Veterans	Affairs.		Speaking	before	this	
committee	were	three	key	individuals:	Ross	Russell	(veteran	of	the	Spanish	Civil	
War),	Walter	Dent	(veteran	of	both	the	Spanish	Civil	War	and	the	Second	World	
War)	and	William	Stapleton	(veteran	of	the	Second	World	War).		This	was	an	
effective	tactic.	Rather	than	allow	their	audience	to	surmise	what	other	veteran	
groups	may	think	of	including	the	Spanish	volunteers	as	veterans,	they	brought	in	a	
 
54	Ibid.	5765,	5766.	
55	Ibid.,	5766.	
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Second	World	War	veteran	to	testify	to	his	view	of	the	volunteers	and	their	
contributions.		These	proceedings	took	place	in	December	of	1986,	with	the	same	
purpose	—	to	gain	the	recognition	from	the	government	that	had	“refused	
consistently	to	recognize	not	only	us,	but	men	like	Dr.	Bethune,	who	should	be	a	
Canadian	hero.”56		Although	this	was	their	second	campaign	for	recognition,	they	did	
have	hope;	in	an	earlier	interview	with	the	Canadian	Broadcasting	Corporation,	Mr.	
Jardine,	Deputy	Chairman	of	a	federal	committee	on	Veterans’	Affairs,	invited	the	
Mac-Paps	to	appear	before	this	committee	to	tell	their	story.		The	main	obstacle	was	
the	Foreign	Enlistment	Act:		
An	act	that	said	that	anyone	who	went	to	Spain	to	fight	for	democracy	
and	against	fascism	there	was	subject	to	a	$2,000	fine	or	two	years	in	
jail	at	hard	labour,	or	both.		Furthermore,	our	passports	—	mine	and	
all	of	the	1,250	others	who	went	from	Canada	to	Spain	—	our	
passports	were	stamped	‘not	good	for	travel	in	Spain,	the	Canary	
Islands,	or	any	other	possessions	of	the	Spanish	government.’57	
			
Despite	knowing	their	actions	were	contrary	to	the	law	of	the	time	in	Canada,	the	
volunteers	still	went	and	fought.		On	their	return	home,	the	volunteers	were	seen	
negatively	by	the	government,	“but	the	years	and	times	have	changed,	and	I	think	
now	that	it	is	time	to	refresh	Canadians’	memories	of	what	these	people	did.”58	
	 Bill	Stapleton,	in	his	support	for	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion,	created	a	
list	of	reasons	why	they	should	be	legitimized.		Included	in	his	reasoning	was	that:	
Recognition	will	correct	a	long-standing	injustice	and	receive	broad	
public	support	for	this	historically	popular	cause.		It	will	be	perceived	
as	an	act	of	benevolence	and	compassion	at	home	and	abroad.		Canada’s	
 
56	House	of	Commons,	Minutes	of	Proceedings	and	Evidence	of	the	Standing	
Committee	on	Veteran	Affairs,	December	18,	1986,	1:16.	
57	Ibid.,	1:15-1:16.	
58	Ibid.,	1:17-1:18.	
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respect	in	the	international	community	can	only	be	strengthened.		To	a	
country	hungering	for	national	heroes,	it	will	be	a	gift	of	proud	history	
to	future	generations.59	
	
On	the	Foreign	Enlistment	Act,	Stapleton	declared:	“It	is	apparent	that	the	
government	of	the	day	must	have	questioned	its	merits	as	it	was	never	enforced”.60		
Granting	recognition	to	the	veterans,	he	argued,	benefits	both	the	veterans	and	the	
government.		As	Balkan	discusses	in	The	Guilt	of	Nations,	in	the	1980s	and	90s	
political	and	international	leverage	came	with	recognizing	one’s	own	wrongdoings.		
In	his	final	comment,	Stapleton	asserts	that	one	way	or	another,	the	Mackenzie-
Papineau	Battalion,	would	be	recognized	and	“it	is	better	that	it	be	this	government	
than	the	next.”61			
	 One	of	the	largest	additions	to	the	volunteers’	second	campaign	was	having	
endorsements	from	other	organizations.	Bill	Belfontaine,	a	member	of	the	Legion,	
wrote	“	in	full	support	of	the	delegation	before	you	today.”62		He	had	been	working	
with	the	Mac-Paps	over	a	year	in	their	quest	for	recognition.		“I	would	hope	the	
Committee	would	respect	the	crusade	of	the	Canadian	volunteers	in	their	fight	
against	fascism	that	became	a	world	conflict	involving	all	Canadians	only	months	
after	the	end	of	the	Spanish	Civil	War.”63		He	calls	the	volunteers	“authentic	heroes	
…	May	I	therefore	beg	of	the	Committee,	after	due	deliberation,	to	recommend	to	the	
 
59	Ibid.,	1:21.	
60	Ibid.	
61	Ibid.	
62	Ibid.,	1:19.	
63	Ibid.	
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Government	some	form	of	recognition	of	these	Canadian	volunteers	…	Having	spent	
two	and	a	half	years	in	the	RCAF,	1943-1945,	I	feel	great	empathy	for	this	cause.”64	
	 This	feeling	of	empathy	seems	to	be	prevalent	in	the	case	of	the	Mackenzie-
Papineau	Battalion’s	search	for	recognition.		When	confronted	with	the	volunteers’	
stories	of	war	and	sacrifice,	their	audience	is	left	feeling	that	these	were	men	of	
substance.	Some	observers	saw	the	International	Brigades	as	a	tool	of	the	USSR,	or	
even	as	mercenaries	who	fought	for	a	wage,	rather	than	a	cause,	but	the	majority	of	
the	Canadian	public	was	sympathetic.65					
	 Widespread	support	was	reignited	by	the	media	coverage	of	their	return	to	
Spain,	and	there	were	large	cities	throughout	Canada	that	were	willing	to	support	
the	Mac-Paps’	claim	to	veteran	status.		Ottawa,	Markham,	Winnipeg,	North	York	and	
Toronto	city	councils	formally	acknowledged	their	support	of	the	Mackenzie-
Papineau	Battalion,	and	endorsed	the	request	for	“the	Federal	Government	to	afford	
the	veteran	of	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	of	the	Fifteenth	International	
Brigade	the	same	rights	and	privileges	as	the	veterans	of	the	Canadian	Armed	
Forces.”66		No	matter	how	much	public	sympathy	there	was,	however	they	were	not	
able	to	overcome	the	Foreign	Enlistment	Act.	
 
64	Ibid.,	1:19-1:20.	
65	The	volunteers	were	paid	fifteen	cents	a	day,	less	than	the	twenty	cents	a	day	they	
were	promised	by	working	at	the	relief	camps.	Ross	Russell	had	a	good	paying	job,	
and	in	an	interview	with	CBC,	he	claimed	to	have	been	making	$35	a	week,	a	wage	
that	was	significantly	better	than	what	he	was	offered	by	the	recruiters.		These	facts	
discount	the	notion	that	the	volunteers	were	driven	by	money	to	join	in	the	
International	Brigades,	as	it	demonstrates	that	there	were	other	means	of	making	
more	money	available	to	them	in	their	home	country.			
66	Letter	from	North	York,	February	13,	1980,	box	7,	Spanish	Civil	War	Collection.	
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	 Even	with	the	removal	of	the	threat	of	prosecution	by	the	government,	this	
did	not	make	them	in	any	capacity	part	of	the	official	Canadian	Armed	Forces,	and	
by	definition,	these	are	the	only	individuals	eligible	for	‘veteran’	status.		
Without	regard	to	the	rights	or	wrongs	of	the	actions	of	the	Canadians	
who	are	veterans	of	the	Spanish	Civil	War,	they	cannot	be	considered	in	
the	same	light	as	Canadians	who	served	in	the	wars	in	which	Canada	
was	involved	as	a	nation.		Consequently,	there	can,	for	example,	be	no	
thought	of	treating	them	in	the	same	manner	by	making	them	eligible	
for	benefits	under	veterans’	legislation.67	
	
In	later	discussions	of	the	Standing	Committee,	they	asked	Cliff	Chadderton;	
from	the	War	Amputations	of	Canada,	about	his	view	on	the	veterans.		He	was	very	
pragmatic	and	diplomatic	in	his	response	and	said:	“they	did	not	represent	a	group	
of	veterans	of	a	properly	constituted	military	body	that	went	forth	in	accordance	
with	government	policy	in	this	country.		Having	said	this,	I	do	not	think	I	can	
comment	further.”68	
	 So	if	they	were	not	veterans	under	the	Veteran’s	Act,	what	were	their	
options?		They	had	asked	for	the	sanctions	of	the	Foreign	Enlistment	Act	to	be	
removed,	and	although	the	government	removed	the	threat	of	punishment,	it	did	
not	make	their	travel	to	Spain	legal.		The	only	option	they	had	was	to	request	that	
the	Foreign	Enlistment	Act	not	apply	to	them	and	this	is	an	option	that	the	
government	would	not	consider,	because	of	the	precedent	it	would	set:		
There	are	any	number	of	situations	very	similar	to	the	ones	you	found	
yourselves	in	50	years	ago.		I	think	immediately	and	in	the	recent	past	
of	the	state	of	Israel	and	young	Canadians	who	went	over	there	and	
 
67	House	of	Commons,	The	First	Report	to	the	House,	December	12,	1987,	7:4.	
68	House	of	Commons,	Minutes	of	Proceedings	and	Evidence	of	the	Standing	
Committee	on	Veteran	Affairs,	March	12,	1987,	3:19.	
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lived	in	kibbutzes	and	fought	for	that	foothold	in	their	own	land.		They	
are	adventurers	who	have	become	idealists.		Should	they	have	
recognition	in	the	same	way	and	to	the	same	extent	as	you	are	asking?69																																																							
	
This	idea	of	setting	a	dangerous	precedent	was	echoed	in	earlier	debates	about	
recognizing	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion:	
Whether	we	wanted	it	to	or	not,	we	would	be	approving	the	actions	of	
other	people	who	may	want	to	interfere	in	the	internal	affairs	of	other	
countries.		Canada	and	most	democratic	countries	do	not	interfere	in	
the	internal	affairs	of	other	countries.		Mr.	Speaker,	the	government	
would	create	an	extremely	dangerous	precedent	by	recognizing	
officially	these	volunteers	as	Canadian	soldiers.		Where	would	we	stop?		
How	could	we	justify	not	giving	benefits	to	all	Canadians	who	fight	in	
other	countries	for	what	they	consider	to	be	a	just	cause?70	
	
By	eliminating	the	Foreign	Enlistment	Act,	the	Canadian	government	would	lose	
control	over	who	represents	Canada	on	the	international	stage.		This	would	counter	
the	government’s	interests	in	preserving	the	role	and	prestige	of	the	Canadian	
Army.		Exempting	the	veterans	of	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	from	the	
Foreign	Enlistment	Act	would	open	the	door	for	other	groups	to	follow	suit.		For	this	
reason,	the	motion	to	remove	sanctions	and	grant	veteran	status	and	benefits	was	
withdrawn	by	unanimous	consent.71		So	came	the	end	of	the	veterans’	fight	for	
recognition,	their	goal	to	be	recognized	officially	by	the	Canadian	government	was	
quashed.	
	
 
69	House	of	Commons,	Minutes	of	Proceedings	and	Evidence	of	the	Standing	
Committee	on	Veteran	Affairs,	December	18,	1986,	1:31.	
70	Commons	Debates,	Private	Members’	Motion,	December	15,	1980,	5769,	box	9,	
file	14,	Spanish	Civil	War	Collection.	
71	House	of	Commons,	Minutes	of	Proceedings	and	Evidence	of	the	Standing	
Committee	on	Veteran	Affairs,	June	18,	1987,	6:4.	
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Conclusion	
	
Comrades	who	fall	in	loneliness,		
Who	die	for	us,	
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I	will	remember	you.	1		
-Norman	Bethune	
	
Although	the	members	of	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	did	not	receive	
the	recognition	they	had	hoped	to	gain	from	the	Canadian	government,	the	battalion	
was	eventually	recognized	by	the	public	in	the	form	of	statues	in	five	locations	
across	Canada:	Cumberland,	Toronto,	Vancouver,	Winnipeg	and	Ottawa.		These	five	
sites	of	memory	began	to	appear	from	1989	through	to	2015,	after	the	Mac-Paps	
had	been	denied	formal	veteran	status	by	the	federal	government.		This	official	
denial	meant	that	Canadian	veterans	of	the	International	Brigades	are	not	included	
in	Remembrance	Day	parades,	the	Books	of	Remembrance,	or	the	Canadian	Fallen	
Heroes	Monument,	and	are	ineligible	for	veterans’	pensions.		However,	the	Canadian	
public	was	of	a	different	opinion	and	felt	that	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	was	
due	recognition	for	their	service.	
	 The	first	commemoration	was	a	plaque	at	Winnipeg	City	Hall,	put	up	in	1989	
in	honour	of	the	Manitoban	volunteers	in	the	Battalion,	twenty-one	of	whom	died	
and	are	buried	in	Spain.2		The	initiative	to	create	this	memorial	came	almost	
immediately	after	the	Standing	Committee	on	Veteran	Affairs’	decision	to	deny	the	
 
1	Ted	Allan	and	Sydney	Gordon,	The	Scalpel,	The	Sword:	The	Story	of	Doctor	Norman	
Bethune	(Toronto:	McClelland	and	Stewart,	1952),	144.	
2	“Monuments,”	The	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion:	Perspective	on	Canada	and	the	
Spanish	Civil	War,	Accessed:	April	14,	2019.	
https://onlineacademiccommunity.uvic.ca/macpaps/monuments/#W	
Unfortunately,	there	was	no	description	of	the	inscription	available.			
See	Appendix	8.	
“Plaque	Unveiled,”	Winnipeg	Free	Press,	October	14,	1989,	box	8,	Spanish	Civil	War	
Collection.	
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Mac-Paps	veteran	status.		In	addition	to	this	memorial,	the	Manitoba	provincial	
government	heard	a	Private	Members’	Motion	in	2008	to	observe	a	moment	of	
silence	in	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion’s	honour,	since:	
…	these	Canadians	left	their	homes	and	families	to	stand	against	
dictatorship	and	fascism	in	the	name	of	liberty,	democracy	and	
freedom;	and	…	all	of	the	members	of	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	
Battalion	are	to	be	commended	and	remembered	for	their	willingness	
to	fight	for	freedom	and	democracy	and	protect	those	who	were	
unable	to	protect	themselves;	…		these	soldiers	are	veterans	like	any	
other	and	deserve	our	recognition	and	admiration.	THEREFORE	BE	IT	
RESOLVED	that	the	Legislative	Assembly	of	Manitoba	recognize	the	
heroism	of	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	in	their	fight	for	
democracy	and	the	rule	of	law	against	dictatorship	and	
totalitarianism.3	
	
This	motion	was	passed	unanimously.		This	initiative	was	launched	under	the	New	
Democratic	Party,	with	Bonnie	Korzeniowski	heading	the	motion.		What	is	
interesting	about	this	motion	is	that	not	only	did	members	of	the	NDP	support	the	
motion,	but	it	crossed	political	lines	to	include	members	of	the	Progressive	
Conservative	Party	(Ralph	Eichler),	Liberal	Party	(Kevin	Lamoureux	and	Jon	
Gerrard).4		The	support	for	this	motion	was	overwhelming,	as	the	member	from	
Lakeside,	Ralph	Eichler	said,	“I	think	that	it’s	very	important	to	recognize	the	fact	
that	these	people	did	put	their	lives	on	the	line	…	I	think	the	lives	lost	should	be	
 
3	Legislative	Assembly	of	Manitoba,	Debates	and	Proceedings	Official	Report,	May	
20,	2008.	
It	should	be	noted	that	in	this	motion,	there	is	a	small	error	where	it	mentions	
government	recognition	given	in	1996;	this	recognition	was	not	given	by	the	
Canadian	government,	rather	the	Spanish	government.		In	1996,	they	invited	all	
surviving	veterans	of	the	Spanish	Civil	War	to	return	to	Spain	and	presented	them	
with	honorary	Spanish	citizenship	in	recognition	of	their	actions	and	bravery.			
4	Ibid.	
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remembered	and	honoured.		As	a	nation,	we	should	never	forget	or	ignore	any	part	
of	our	history.”5			
There	is	another	monument	in	the	cemetery	of	Cumberland,	British	
Columbia.		This	memorial	came	in	the	form	of	a	stone	with	the	inscription:		
Internationalists	who	fought	for	Democracy.	In	1936	brothers	Archie	
and	Gordon	“Moon”	Keenan,	miners	from	Cumberland,	volunteered	to	
help	the	popularly-elected	Republican	government	of	Spain	in	its	fight	
to	preserve	democracy	against	a	fascist	military	overthrow.	They	
joined	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion,	the	Canadian	section	of	the	
XV	International	Brigade.	They	fought	in	the	battles	of	Jarama,	
Brunete,	Teruel,	Aragon,	and	the	Ebro,	where	Gordon	died	on	July	26,	
1938	outside	of	Gandesa	near	Hill	481.	Gordon	was	30	when	he	died	
and	was	buried	in	Spanish	soil	on	the	battlefield	where	he	died.	¡No	
Pasáran!6	
	
This	memorial	was	supported	by	the	Friends	and	Veterans	of	the	Mackenzie-
Papineau	Battalion	but	was	unveiled	in	a	joint	effort	with	the	Cumberland	Museum	
and	the	Canadian	Veterans	Memorial	Ceremony.7			
The	remaining	three	monuments	are	of	a	larger	scale	and	in	more	prominent	
places,	associated	with	either	provincial	or	federal	government	sites.		The	statue	in	
Victoria	called	“the	Spirit	of	the	Republic”	is	located	in	the	park	adjacent	to	the	
 
5	Ibid.	
6	Dan	Hinman-Smith,	“Mac-Pap	Memorial	Stone	unveiled	at	Cumberland	Cemetery,”	
Comox	Valley	Record,	June	23,	2015,	Community	Section,	Accessed:	April	20,	2019.	
https://www.comoxvalleyrecord.com/community/mac-pap-memorial-stone-
unveiled-at-cumberland-cemetary/	
7	Ibid.	
This	monument	was	unveiled	June	20,	2015,	and	was	accompanied	by	a	colour	
guard.		It	is	interesting	to	note	that	the	government	in	power	at	this	point	in	British	
Columbia	was	the	Liberal	Party	of	Canada	under	the	leadership	of	Christy	Clark,	this	
would	appear	to	fit	the	trend	that	left-wing	parties	on	the	political	spectrum	appear	
to	be	more	sympathetic	to	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion’s	cause	than	other	
more	conservative	or	right-wing	parties.		See	Appendix	9.	
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Legislative	building	and	was	constructed	during	an	New	Democratic	Party	majority	
government	in	2000.8			
The	monument	is	comprised	of	three	main	parts:	three	basalt	pillars,	a	
bronze	plaque,	and	a	statue.	The	three	columns,	which	bear	a	
resemblance	to	the	rock	formations	in	the	Ebro	Sector	in	Spain	and	
symbolize	the	rough	ground	of	the	battlefields	of	Spain,	are	arranged	
in	a	“V”	shape	to	represent	the	eventual	victory	of	the	Spanish	
Republic.9			
	
Designed	by	Jack	Harman,	the	statue	is	of	a	woman	and	“includes	a	Basque	cap	and	
crow,	rope	sandals	(alpargatas),	the	laurel	wreath	of	the	Spanish	Republic	in	her	
right	hand,	and	the	dove	of	peace	in	her	left	hand.”10			
	 The	monument	in	Queen’s	Park	is	the	least	artistic	of	the	three	larger	
memorials.		It	consists	of	a	large	boulder	and	a	plaque	located	on	the	western	side	of	
the	legislative	buildings.		What	is	significant	about	this	plaque	is	that	it	was	the	
project	of	the	Historic	Sites	and	Monuments	Board	(HSMB),	a	branch	of	the	federal	
government.		Although	under	the	auspices	of	Parks	Canada,	the	HSMB	is	still	part	of	
the	federal	government	with	the	mandate,	“to	advise	the	Government	of	Canada,	
through	the	Minister	of	the	Environment,	on	the	commemoration	of	nationally	
significant	aspects	of	Canada's	history.”11		Initially	when	the	proposition	was	
brought	before	the	Board	in	November	1984,	they	suggested	that	“the	Mackenzie-
 
8	“Monuments,”	The	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion:	Perspective	on	Canada	and	the	
Spanish	Civil	War,	Accessed:	April	14,	2019.	
https://onlineacademiccommunity.uvic.ca/macpaps/monuments/#W			
9	Ibid.		
10	Ibid.		See	Appendix	10.	
11	“Historic	Sites	and	Monuments	Board	of	Canada,”	Parks	Canada,	Accessed:	April	
18,	2019.	https://www.pc.gc.ca/en/culture/clmhc-hsmbc	
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Papineau	Battalion	is	not	of	national	historic	significance.”12		However,	less	than	one	
year	later,	the	Board	rescinded	its	previous	decision	and	determined	that	the	Mac-
Paps	were	of	national	historic	significance	“and	should	be	commemorated	by	means	
of	a	plaque	at	Union	Station	in	Toronto.”13		This	decision	that	the	Mac-Paps	were	
worthy	of	commemoration	came	one	year	prior	to	Veterans	Affairs	deciding	that	the	
Spanish	volunteers	were	not	acting	in	Canada’s	interests,	therefore	making	them	
ineligible	for	official		veteran	status,	which	is	at	odds	with	the	HSMB	decision.		
Unfortunately	because	of	a	lack	of	documentation	from	the	Historic	Sites	and	
Monuments	Board,	the	reasoning	for	their	1985	decision	when	they	found	in	favour	
of	commemorating	the	veterans,	is	not	clear.		The	text	that	the	Board	approved	
reads	as	follows:		
The	‘Mac-Paps’	were	a	unit	of	the	International	Brigades,	a	volunteer	
force	recruited	world-wide	to	oppose	the	fascist	forces	bent	on	
overthrowing	the	government	of	Spain.	Formed	in	Spain	in	1937,	the	
battalion	was	named	for	the	leaders	of	the	1837	rebellions	in	Upper	
and	Lower	Canada.	Despite	their	government's	opposition,	more	than	
1,500	Canadians	volunteered	to	fight	with	the	Republican	forces	in	the	
Spanish	Civil	War.	They	fought	courageously	for	their	ideals,	suffering	
heavy	losses	in	major	battles.	About	half	survived	to	return	home	in	
1939.14										
	
The	location	of	this	plaque	did	change	from	the	initial	recommendation	of	Union	
Station	to	being	on	the	grounds	of	Queen’s	Park,	similar	to	the	location	of	the	
Victoria	monument.		In	a	letter	sent	to	one	of	the	Spanish	veterans,	William	Kardash,	
of	the	Historic	Sites	and	Monuments	Board,	said	that	“although	Union	Station	is	no	
longer	being	considered	as	the	location	for	the	Board	plaque,	the	Ontario	Region	
 
12	“Excerpt	from	Minutes,”	Historic	Sites	and	Monuments	Board	of	Canada.			
13	Ibid.		
14	Ibid.		
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Office	of	the	Canadian	Parks	Service	is	investigating	alternate	sites	in	Toronto.”15		
This	change	of	venue	was	partially	due	to	difficulty	finding	an	appropriate	plaque	
location,	but	was	solved	in	1994	when	“the	Speaker	of	the	Ontario	Legislature	
proposed	that	the	plaque	be	erected	at	Queen’s	Park.”16					
	 The	last	and	final	monument	that	should	be	mentioned	is	the	one	located	in	
Ottawa,	the	national	capital.		The	monument	itself	has	two	parts:	first	is	the	twelve	
meter-long	concrete	wall	with	the	names	of	all	those	who	volunteered	in	Spain	
inscribed	onto	metal	plaques,	and	secondly	there	is	the	vertical	metal	sheet	with	the	
cut	out	of	a	man	raising	his	fist	towards	a	Spanish	sun.17		The	Friends	of	the	
Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	were	responsible	for	raising	funds	for	this	
monument	as	well	as	selecting	the	design	by	artist	and	architect	Oryst	Sawchuk.18		
The	Friends	of	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	also	worked	collaboratively	with	
 
15	Letter	from	Historic	Sites	and	Monuments	Board,	February	17,	1989,	box	8,	
Spanish	Civil	War	Collection.	
16	Ibid.		See	Appendix	11.	
The	ten	year	gap	between	the	date	of	designation	and	the	actual	unveiling	is	
apparently	something	that	is	rather	common	with	the	HSMB.		As	explained	by	one	of	
the	Program	Officers	of	Heritage	Designations,	Parks	Canada	has	a	backlog	of	
designation	that	remain	without	a	plaque,	mostly	due	to	time	and	staff	resources	
available.		As	was	the	case	with	the	plaque	for	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion,	
there	is	also	sometimes	problems	finding	the	right	location	to	host	the	plaque,	either	
with	the	property	owner	or	logistics	of	where	the	proposed	plaque	is	placed	(ie.	lack	
of	space,	not	enough	public	viewing,	etc.).		It	is	for	this	reason	that	the	time-gap	of	
10	years	is	not	necessarily	a	concern	in	this	case	and	was	not	mentioned	in	this	
paper.					
17	See	Appendix	12.	
18	“Monuments,”	The	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion:	Perspective	on	Canada	and	the	
Spanish	Civil	War,	Accessed:	April	14,	2019.	
https://onlineacademiccommunity.uvic.ca/macpaps/monuments/#W	
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the	National	Capital	Commission	to	determine	a	location	for	the	monument,19		on	
Green	Island	opposite	Rideau	Falls	on	the	Rideau	River.	The	monument	is	
approximately	two	kilometres	from	Parliament	Hill,	making	it	more	removed	than	
either	the	monument	in	Toronto	or	the	one	in	Victoria,	which	are	closer	to	the	seat	
of	government.20		Unlike	the	two	other	monuments,	the	Ottawa	statue	does	not	
benefit	from	close	proximity	to	a	legislative	building,	which	lends	its	credibility	and	
influence	to	the	monument	simply	due	to	its	proximity.	
	 What	makes	this	monument	particularly	interesting,	is	that	the	Governor	
General,	Adrienne	Clarkson,	was	present	and	spoke	at	the	unveiling.21		This	statue	
was	inaugurated	in	October	2001,	when	the	Liberal	Party	was	in	power,	and	Jean	
Chrétien	was	Prime	Minister.		To	have	a	government	official,	especially	the	Governor	
General,	speak	at	an	event	would	suggest	at	the	very	least	some	level	of	federal	
acceptance	and	support	of	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	and	their	actions.		
However,	her	words	were	very	carefully	chosen:	
I	understand	that,	today,	of	that	audacious	and	committed	band,	there	
are	fewer	than	a	dozen	left.	It	is	fitting	that	we	recognize,	65	years	
later,	the	historic	moment	for	which	these	men	and	women	went	to	
fight	in	a	foreign	war,	a	war	which	was	not	their	own,	a	war	in	which	
Canada	was	not	involved	as	a	nation	…	the	Mac-Paps	decided	that	this	
cause	was	important	enough	for	them	to	face	the	anger	of	their	own	
government;	to	face	the	consternation	of	many	of	their	fellow	citizens	
at	that	time	and	for	decades	to	come;	and	to	face	a	life	afterwards	in	
 
19	“Speech	on	the	Occasion	of	the	Unveiling	of	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	
Monument,”	Governor	General	of	Canada,	October	21,	2001,	Accessed:	April	15,	
2019.	
https://archive.gg.ca/media/doc.asp?lang=e&DocID=1331		
20	“Canadian	vets	of	the	Spanish	Civil	War	get	Ottawa	monument,”	CBC	Digital	
Archives,	Accessed:	April	15,	2019.		https://www.cbc.ca/archives/entry/canadian-
vets-of-the-spanish-civil-war-get-ottawa-monument	
21	Ibid.	
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which	very	few	people	would	take	the	least	interest	in	the	kind	of	
idealism	that	had	sent	them	to	Spain	in	the	first	place.22												
	
She	makes	no	direct	mention	of	the	government	or	its	denial	of	recognition	in	
the	past.		It	is	interesting	to	note	that	she	also	makes	no	mention	of	
communism,	which	appeared	to	be	one	of	the	sticking	points	in	previous	
discussions	of	government	recognition,	and	instead	she	adopts	the	same	
terminology	that	the	veterans	used	in	describing	themselves	as	fighting	
fascism	and	defending	democracy.23		“Today,	we	are	giving	the	Mackenzie-
Papineau	Battalion	a	lasting	memorial	–	here,	where	it	should	be,	in	their	own	
land.”24	
	 These	memorials	located	across	the	country	are	the	only	formal	
acknowledgement	from	Canadians	that	these	veterans	risked	their	lives	for	a	
cause	that	they	believed	in;	that	they	left	their	homes,	family,	friends	and	
country	to	fight	in	Spain,	on	the	side	of	the	Spanish	democracy	against	the	
forces	of	fascism.		These	veterans	are	excluded	from	Remembrance	Day	
proceedings	and	other	national	military	events.		Rather,	these	monuments	and	
memorials	are	the	only	sites	of	memory	that	recognize	the	Canadians	who	
fought	in	the	Spanish	Civil	War.		
	
 
22	“Speech	on	the	Occasion	of	the	Unveiling	of	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	
Monument,”	Governor	General	of	Canada,	October	21,	2001,	Accessed:	April	15,	
2019.	
https://archive.gg.ca/media/doc.asp?lang=e&DocID=1331	
23	Ibid.	
24	Ibid.	
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The	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	had	a	difficult	history.		Almost	from	the	
beginning	of	recruitment	efforts	in	Canada,	the	volunteers	and	recruiters	were	
under	surveillance	largely	due	to	the	involvement	of	the	Communist	Party	in	
recruiting	volunteers	for	the	International	Brigades.		After	reaching	Spain	and	
fighting	with	the	International	Brigades	for	approximately	a	year,	the	volunteers	
were	recalled	from	the	frontlines	and	told	to	return	home	in	September	1938	after	it	
became	clear	that	the	Republic	was	losing,	a	task	that	was	difficult	not	only	because	
of	their	passports	being	stamped	“not	valid	for	Spain.”25		This	stamp	was	instituted	
after	the	Foreign	Enlistment	Act	was	passed	in	1937,	as	a	governmental	precaution	
to	remain	neutral	to	the	fighting	and	not	anger	other	countries	that	had	signed	the	
Non-Intervention	Agreement.		Upon	their	return,	the	volunteers’	participation	in	
Spain	brought	them	under	increased	suspicion	of	being	communist	and	resulted	not	
only	in	surveillance	shortly	after	their	return,	but	well	into	the	1980s,	almost	fifty	
years	after	the	end	of	the	conflict.	They	were	believed	to	be	a	threat,	due	to	their	
supposedly	revolutionary	ideology	and	the	fact	that	they	now	had	military	training,	
bolstering	the	RCMP’s	fear	of	an	armed	uprising.		
Upon	their	return	home,	the	veterans’	accomplishments	were	quickly	
overshadowed	with	the	start	of	the	Second	World	War	--	in	which	volunteers	again	
fought	only	a	few	short	months	after	the	end	of	the	Spanish	Civil	War.		During	the	
Cold	War,	a	time	when	the	fear	of	communism	was	high,	and	as	the	volunteers	of	the	
Spanish	Civil	War	were	painted	as	communists	by	the	government	due	in	large	part	
 
25	Petrou,	Renegades,	102.	
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to	the	efforts	of	the	RCMP,	there	was	no	opportunity	for	these	veterans	to	have	their	
story	told	publicly	in	order	to	gain	recognition.		With	the	end	of	the	Cold	War,	
however,	there	was	a	new	openness	and	frankness	in	terms	of	histories	being	
recognized,	which	in	turn	offered	the	veterans	of	the	International	Brigades	an	
opportunity	to	have	their	story	heard,	and	maybe	accepted.		In	their	search	for	
recognition,	the	largest	obstacle	that	the	volunteers	faced	was	the	Foreign	
Enlistment	Act,	a	piece	of	legislation	that	was	politically	motivated	to	not	only	
appease	other	nations	that	had	signed	the	Non-Intervention	Act,	but	to	also	mitigate	
the	French-English	divide	within	Canada.		Thus	began	the	dynamic	that	would	
plague	the	volunteers’	fight	for	government	recognition	–	the	problem	of	the	
politicization	of	history.	
		In	these	discussions	of	recognition	both	in	the	House	of	Commons	and	the	
Standing	Committee	on	Veterans	Affairs,	political	affiliation	played	a	role	in	who	
was	willing	to	support	the	volunteers	of	the	Spanish	Civil	War.		This	can	be	seen	
through	the	backing	of	New	Democratic	Party	leader	Bob	Rae	in	the	veterans’	first	
attempt	at	recognition	in	1980,	which	manifested	itself	in	the	form	of	a	Private	
Members’	Motion.	This	motion	was	unanimously	supported	by	the	party	in	an	effort	
to	garner	the	Spanish	Civil	War	veterans	a	modicum	of	recognition.		However,	this	
motion	and	the	one	brought	before	the	Standing	Committee	on	Veterans	Affairs	in	
1986	were	both	dismissed;	the	1980	motion	under	the	Liberal	government	of	Pierre	
Trudeau,	and	the	1986	one	under	Conservative	Brian	Mulroney.		In	both	attempts	at	
recognition,	the	problem	was	that	despite	the	noble	or	valiant	reason	the	volunteers	
went	to	Spain,	they	went	against	the	express	direction	of	the	government,	thereby	
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disqualifying	them	from	official	veteran	status	as	they	did	not	represent	Canada	in	
any	official	capacity.			
Contrary	to	the	federal	government’s	decision	to	not	considered	the	
volunteers	who	participated	in	the	Spanish	Civil	War,	the	Manitoba	Legislative	
Assembly	supported	including	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	in	their	moment	of	
silence	in	honour	of	Canadian	soldiers	and	heroes.		This	motion	was	brought	
forward	by	an	NDP	member	and	it	received	support	across	party-lines	including	
Liberal	and	Conservative	representatives.		It	should	be	noted	that,	while	
unanimously	supported,	the	party	in	power	in	Manitoba	at	the	time	was	NDP,	
suggesting	that	party	politics	may	have	had	an	impact	on	this	decision	to	include	the	
Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	in	their	moment	of	silence.		It	should	be	noted,	
however,	that	they	did	not	extend	their	recognition	of	the	Mac-Paps	beyond	that	
proposed	moment	of	silence.	
								While	the	Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion’s	attempts	failed	to	achieve	
recognition	at	the	government	level,	the	public	perception	of	these	volunteers	
differed	greatly	from	the	official	view	of	the	government.		This	difference	in	
perception	is	present	from	the	outbreak	of	the	conflict	in	Spain,	to	the	volunteers’	
return	to	Canada,	and	is	manifest	when	looking	at	the	issue	of	commemoration.		The	
dichotomy	of	views	can	be	explained	by	looking	at	the	two	groups’	sources	of	
information.	The	government’s	main	source	of	information	was	the	RCMP,	which	
had	a	vested	interest	in	keeping	discussion	of	the	threat	of	communism	at	the	
forefront,	as	maintaining	the	security	of	Canada	was	their	raison	d’être	and	
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communism	was	both	a	potential	threat	and	a	justification	for	the	RCMP’s	existence	
and	power.		The	public’s	view,	on	the	other	hand,	was	informed	largely	by	the	
newspapers	that	were,	generally	speaking	and	with	the	exception	of	Québec,	
sympathetic	to	the	cause	of	the	Spanish	Republic	and	thereby	of	the	International	
Brigades	who	were	fighting	on	its	behalf.		The	government’s	view	of	the	Spanish	
volunteers	influenced	the	Foreign	Enlistment	Act,	which	made	fighting	in	the	
Spanish	Civil	War	criminal;	surveillance	conducted	on	veterans	after	their	return	
and	for	over	fifty	years;	and	again	when	the	government	denied	them	veteran	status	
and	any	form	of	formal	recognition.		The	public	took	a	less	drastic	view	of	these	
volunteers,	and	upon	their	return,	they	received	a	hero’s	welcome.		Where	the	trains	
stopped,	such	as	in	Montreal,	Timmins,	Toronto,	and	further	west,	the	returning	
Mac-Paps	were	greeted	by	crowds	of	friends	and	family.		The	public	was	also	more	
sympathetic	of	the	volunteers’	search	for	recognition.		This	recognition	did	not	take	
the	form	that	the	veterans	were	seeking	by	way	of	a	formal	declaratory	statement	
from	the	government,	instead,	support	was	shown	through	donations	made	for	the	
various	statues,	monuments,	and	memorials	located	throughout	Canada.			
The	historiography	of	the	Spanish	Civil	War	and	of	the	individual	battalions	
has	largely	revolved	around	the	military	campaigns,	the	politics	of	the	International	
Brigades,	and	the	social	class	of	the	volunteers.		Memory,	and	how	it	has	been	
framed	with	regard	to	the	Mac-Paps,	remains	to	be	fully	explored	in	the	scholarship.		
By	focusing	not	on	their	experiences	as	soldiers,	but	on	the	events	and	their	
reception	after	the	volunteers’	return,	we	can	see	how	the	memory	of	the	
Mackenzie-Papineau	Battalion	was	shaped	by	the	Foreign	Enlistment	Act,	the	
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actions	and	initiatives	of	the	RCMP,	and	the	subsequent	denial	of	veteran	status	by	
the	federal	government.			
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Appendices	
Appendix	1	
	
Elimination	Bout	for	the	Championship	of	the	World	–	from	Mary	Biggar	Peck,	Red	
Moon	Over	Spain:	Canadian	Media	Reaction	to	the	Spanish	Civil	War	1936-1939,	
Ottawa:	Steel	Rail	Publishing,	1988.	
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Appendix	2	
	
Photo	of	Prime	Minister	Mackenzie-King	visiting	Berlin,	Germany.		New	Frontier,	
January	1937.	
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Appendix	3	
	
A	Christmas	Gift	for	Francisco	Franco	–	from	Mary	Biggar	Peck,	Red	Moon	Over	
Spain:	Canadian	Media	Reaction	to	the	Spanish	Civil	War	1936-1939,	Ottawa:	Steel	
Rail	Publishing,	1988.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
 
 
106 
Appendix	4	
	
The	Foreign	Enlistment	Act,	1937.	
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Appendix	5	
	
Timmins	crowd	greet	fourteen	volunteers	returning	from	Spain	at	the	local	train	
station	—	Timmins	Daily	Press,	February	6,	1939.	
	
Appendix	6	
	
Captain	Cecil-Smith	addresses	crowd	at	Union	Station	following	the	arrival	of	the	
Mac-Paps	in	Toronto,	February	1939	—	National	Archives	of	Canada	C-67441.	
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Appendix	7	
	
Montreal	crowd	—	a	crowd	of	family	and	friends	wait	in	Montreal	Station	to	greet	
the	returning	volunteers,	February	1939	—	National	Archives	of	Canada	C-67452.	
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Appendix	8	
		
Winnipeg	memorial	unveiled	—	Winnipeg	Free	Press,	October	1989.	
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Appendix	9	
	
	
Cumberland	memorial	—	
https://onlineacademiccommunity.uvic.ca/macpaps/monuments/#W	
	
Appendix	10	
	
Victoria	memorial	—	
https://onlineacademiccommunity.uvic.ca/macpaps/monuments/#W	
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Appendix	11	
	
	
	
Toronto	memorial	—	
https://onlineacademiccommunity.uvic.ca/macpaps/monuments/#W	
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Appendix	12	
	
	
Ottawa	monument	—	
https://onlineacademiccommunity.uvic.ca/macpaps/monuments/#W	
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